Now entering their 30th year, New York State's "Rockefeller drug laws" (RDLs) mandate long prison sentences for nonviolent drug offenders and account for more than 100,000 individuals incarcerated since 1974. Throughout the 1990s, the average annual RDL prison population averaged more than 20,000; on January 1, 2002, there were 19,164 inmates in New York State prisons under RDL (median age 35 years, 78% New York City residents, 94% black and Hispanic). This analysis evaluates the population impact of RDL by employing a public health model often used to assess the severity of wars and natural disasters, calculating the years of life lost (YLL) associated with RDL incarcerations over their 30-year history.
While a year in prison is clearly different from a death, imprisonment carries its own burden of stigma and loss. The effects of removal and incarceration of so many (mostly male) members of poor minority families are profound-over 120,000 children had parents incarcerated under RDLs. Further, the adverse effects on communities, where 40% of the young men may be under criminal justice control, has much in common with the acute effects of disasters and war.
The population impact of the RDLs (as measured by YLL) suggests that massive drug incarcerations are appropriately viewed as disastrous events for the affected communities. In the United States, where New York's drug laws have served as a model for other state and federal drug laws, there are now more than 500,000 individuals incarcerated for nonviolent drug offenses-equal to the YLL associated with more than 15,000 deaths. Over the last 30 years of the United States' "war on drugs," the total YLL for drug incarcerations is equivalent to more than 200,000 deaths, double the number of US soldiers killed in the Korean and Vietnam Wars. The need to reform these laws and find more effective and less-damaging responses to widespread drug use in our society is a pressing social, humanitarian, and public health priority.
